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The author reports ‘a recent study on humorous and :

non-humorous speeches on two: topics: the meaning of totalitarianism
~-and an explanation of the Whorf hypothes1s. Student'subjects listened
to two recorded speeches—-the ‘humorous- version -of orie. 'speech and the
~ _non-humorous- version of the other- speech--and later responded to a
- .multiple~choice test of 1nformat10neretent1on. For the speech -on
1tar1an1sm, there ‘was'n ' g '
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The suggestion that humor is an effective aid in ,;7 e

communioating information, ideas, and feelings to an ;:f_;

fj;777771:: :f% audience has been current in the field of speech for years-‘; 7
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however, to paraphrase Mark Twain s quip about the weather-

Many theorists and scholars have talked about its effectiveness,
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"1f'Using a pretest, 1mmed1ate posttest, and one weex delayed ' o 7 E

'i;ifposbtest, Taylor discovered that both reoall and retention R

U dta take plaoe' however, there was no statistioally signif-j

77'5;1oant differenoe between the humorous and non-humorous ver- L:
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75};sions of the speeoh.f Beoause no test was made to determine -

F

'if B 7::%jwhether the subJeots aetually peroeived the humorous speeoh ;}:_7
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7;1ias humorous, the oonolusions from this partioular study are; ,f

jjf'dubious. ) SR
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l}',humorous speeches as measured by recall tests over the B

- T{f'Speech material. ,,1 ’ 71'}:':7f7” 'f;ff'a3¢j: :—'f'g,f’ R

nifioantly inorease retention, when oompared to a non-humor- :
- ous leoture.éj In this study the pre-test retention scores | '3_
?fjwere taken from the University of Utah Plaoement Test in :
“f,i biology whioh was administered in the Spring and Summer of | S

Gi'b‘b found that a humorous biology leoture did sig- S

-

:’{ij71963 to- inooming freshmen. The post-test Was given in the N i
- Winter of 196k During this intervening period: of time, the R

. subjeots may not only have inoreased their knowledge in
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- ) :: ) ll- )
% ff'i S F;;;;~ _ ethos, emphasize points in the speech to be learned or re-
?7 R - 7 membered and augment total effect of:barning and/or liking
'%' R the speech.; The present study inoluded humor designed to
E& serve in eaoh of these funotions.; The dependent variable
12 71 was the amount of information retained. A
’?’ B o The research question investigated by the study was.r
’%ff ;{ififjfiii;fffi frf':inffirrr'What 4s the relationship between the presenoe-absenoe
éfi . - R of “humor:-in a speech of: information- and:the amount of,

- ';1nﬂrmation learned from the- speech?s,i i
S 'jnlthough the maJority of previous studies ooncerningi

the effeots of himoF-in: inrormative;disooursefseem toiindicate A




T ;,fmore attentive £0° the oontent or a message by a speaker o
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. ethioa.l appea]f’.' ' 'Iiﬁ:dfenoejnen’oér's’;’iin'; turn, ivotfid *v‘oeoone' L

7possessing more ethioal appeal than by one who lacked such —?—';;z'

Previous research of the relationship between humor -

and speaking efreotiveness offered no rationale regarding

i';i;how speeohes used 1n studies were seleoted. : Nor was there

: l':any 1ndioation as to how 1nterested the subjeots were 1n
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7 5f; at either exfreme. Topics so rated might be those whi.ch the

subjects wou]d either 'v'ejeet automati.cally or would listen
to merely to rei.nforce the1r beli.efs. Thus, 1nformat10n 5
gain would be mlnimal. - ; fff;:fi?”’;';jf; e
From these ratings the speech topies, (1) What 1s o
Totalitarianism" and (2) An g_xplanation of the Whorf ngothesis

were seleeted. 'I'he former speeeh was adapted rrom one by '?fi’

Lauralee Peters’; the la‘&.er was. original. :j ;— {

e Supportive humor was defined as that whieh augmented
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: f'me two versions of the same topio were identical except

7

7 ’both graduate students in the Department of Speeoh and 'Iheatre -
fat Indiana University. - Tno speakers were. used to minimize o
"’:,Zspeaker effeots with eaoh speaker recording the humorous 7 -
) ‘version of one speeoh. Copies of eaoh speecn were then mde
- ,and edited in suoh a fashion that the humorous materials were | x
—,deleted. mis gave four speeohes- a humorous and non-humorous -

iversion of both the totalitarianism and the Whorf topios.

) The two speeohes were reoorded ‘by different speakers, -
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i’jretention between those subjects who heard the two versions, N S 1

7 for the Whorf speech, those subjects hearing the non-humorous

I

fﬁ"rversion of the speeeh learned signifioan“ly more.

R Prooedure '—fi,g; Sr AR ,;,f; e )
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7 Ihe subjeots used .'m the study were students from ran-
) ”i"f_}fdomly seleoted sections of speech s-121, the ‘basio speeoh

S {i;feourse at Indiana University. These students represent e. g 5:""1

- iii general oross-seetion of university undergraduates. 'I'he
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The analyses reported.above were hased on the subJects';

':fresponses to the twenty-one question learning examinations '

":made for each speech. An analysis or the comparison of

'—;5j;means between the subjects hearing the humorous and non-—,r
' "%fhumorous versions of the totalitarianism speeches indicated

5:that there was no statistically slgnificant difference be-’:

71;tWeen the two groups (p = .77).; However, the analysis or

’?;those hearing the two versions of the Whorf speech indicates o
—;x?that there vas 8 difference (p g +0001) and that the subJects
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A possible explanation for the inoopistency may rest:

_iwith the subJeots' reactions to the topics themselves. The*—'

—f;topio of Totalitarianismﬁis one about Whioh most of the

,:'subjeots, oollege undergraduates, have both,an interest andi{e

= ,:Whorf hypothesis, is ‘one about which the majority had 1itt1e
) Yo ?or no previous knowledgeoriif SR o

It isgplausible that'the subJeots used this knowledge

:and interest oonoerning totalitarianism, in addition to the 7?‘

5 10

7”tsome knowledge, however superfioial. The seoond topio, thefrfi"
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?, speech demonstrated that they d1d have some previous knowledge. 77 i

Typical among these comments are the following, "I wlsh the

77? 8peaker had given Sus: some new 1nformation,“ and "Why do

they always use the same examples when talking about totali-=‘ -
tarianism. I should think he would have taken examples from— ;;1 X

the present United States Government." , ;;?’

-

Another possible explamation for the obtained results

- may be that the humor-topic interaetion 1s a function of

1ncongru1ty. Totalitarianism 1s not a. topic one ordinarily, : R
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7 speech were compared with their responses to questions asked
) : about the last half of the speeoh.r The mean number of correot
| responses for the first half was 3.0k4; for the last half
3.78. This could indioate that *he subjeots : 1tially
e fintrigued by the humor p_;rse and, as a result, were not
PR attending to the ideas inrthe first part of the speeoh.i The

impaot of the supportive humor may, therefore, have been a
funotion or its position in the speeoh.j; o : l,, 7
i Another possibility that might explain the obtained
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who reliw are S humor as a mode of communicating 1deas to

“an audience, way 1mpart less information than he would if

he were to deliver the same speech devoid of humor. -

:;13:

scme of those conducted previously, suggests that a speaker”
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